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Chapter 1
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LONDON - 1888

Thick fog clung to the district like manure on a blanket, making it harder to peer through the gloom of Whitechapel’s dark and grungy streets. A pitiful group of urchins, their bony frames covered in sodden rags, ran past him. One, a boy who looked due for his annual bath, bumped into him.

By instinct, Khan caught the boy's wrist and squeezed as the lad's nimble fingers swept across his jacket pockets. A pained yelp of surprise escaped the mouth of the urchin. He would have cried louder and longer if not for Khan's cold stare that subdued the boy.

"Sorry, sir." The boy yelped and struggled to free his fist from Khan's iron grip. "It was an accident, sir." 

Khan prised the youth's fingers apart to check they held nothing. For a moment, he studied the boy's ruddy face, a hodgepodge of muck and bruises.

"You're one of Taylor's urchins?"

Mention of the name stopped the boy's struggling. "I dunno him, sir." As soon as the words left his lips, he resumed struggling against Khan's steel grip. 

Earlier, Khan had spotted the pickpocket amongst Bob Taylor's army of children, so he recognised the boy's lie. Taylor enlisted young orphans as pickpockets and thieves; he cultivated such fierce loyalty, not one child betrayed him to authorities if caught. Khan hated lies, but he allowed a smile to flick across the corner of his mouth still. If the boy showed intense allegiance to Taylor, then Khan's association with Taylor was safe. Khan leaned forward to study him closer, allowing a pale finger of distant gaslight to cross his long gaunt face. The lad gasped in fright at Khan's obsidian eyes staring at him from deep eye sockets. 

"Mr Khan!" The boy's astonishment was clear. "I didn't recognise you, sir. I'm sorry." 

Khan remained silent, regarding him for another second. The other kids had stopped running to watch things from an adjoining street corner; Khan could feel their shifty gazes. He glanced across at them, and they withdrew back into the shades of evening. Khan released the child who lingered, unable to decide whether he should run away or keep staring at the giant he only recognised by name and mysterious reputation. 

He dropped his head to the lad's level. "Boo!" In a flash, the boy scampered away, stumbling with frightened feet after his friends. Khan smiled to himself. He was fond of children, but he didn't want them hovering around him either. 

Khan often kept to himself, and evidently, the youngsters saw him earlier with their boss, Bob Taylor. The king of the pickpockets spoke little of his clients - one reason Khan talked to him. If anyone knew the woman Khan sought, it was Taylor. 

With his mind refocused on his personal task, Khan hurried along the street past three drunken seamen and into the fog. Although he looked towards the ground, his keen ears picked up every footfall, jostle, cough, and laugh from the surrounding people. His shadow loomed in front of him, long and black, and he watched the bounce of his head with each long stride his gangling legs took. Streetlights became scarcer the further he walked into the poverty-stricken area, so his shadow blended with the gloom in time. Soon his echoing footsteps accompanied him and wisps of mist touched him with tentative fingers. 

Before long, the sailors' drunken cursing and singing faded behind him, and private thoughts occupied his mind while the amorous vapours caressed him. London's history, steeped in mystery and hidden wonders, held many secrets, and his quest had led him here. But, those same oddities attracted more questions that piled up against him. 

Terrified shrieks resounded through the narrow alleyways ahead of him. His eyes narrowed, peering through the hovering fog. It was hard to pinpoint the sound's source which seemed to move in separate directions. Then another scream. This time from another direction. The trouble with Whitechapel's streets, alleys, and lanes, was sound could echo across long distances. The pea soup fog hindered him further. He stopped walking and allowed the mist to cloak him. 

The frightened voices approached from ahead. Hairs rose on his neck in anticipation. Khan stood against the wall, waiting to see who came near. Before long, the screaming became voices, and he realised it came from a group of children - the same he encountered earlier. They raced past him, not noticing his tall frame skulking in the shadows. Their voices sounded scared, terrified even, but that meant little. They could have picked the wrong drunk's pocket, and he may have been chasing after them. 

Khan paused upon hearing another voice coming from the place the children left. Another child, thinner than a toy kite's struts, raced by as though chased by the Devil himself. When he passed, Khan moved through the mist again, heading through Fashion Street past the doss houses. Dim lighting from inside the overcrowded residences trickled onto the fog to create an eery atmosphere. The aura of death mixed with the semi-darkness and his senses heightened. 

Somewhere he heard a dog barking, and another dog started too; it sounded like a fight, perhaps over a scrap of food. 

The sound popped through his chest, and his heart jumped with the adrenaline spurt. Another scream punctuated the air, laced with the terror of an imminent end and pitched high like a steam train's departure whistle. He cocked his head to listen, trying to catch its direction, and another scream ripped through night fog; a woman's scream. He took off, bolting as fast as limited visibility allowed him without tripping or colliding with hidden objects. Blood churned through his veins, pumped by an excited heart as he ran through the streets. 

Then he spotted them. Two shadows outlined against the paler backdrop of fog lit by a gas streetlight. They circled each other in a chase - a chase of death. A tall man in a top hat and long coat that reached knee level. A shorter woman held in the man's grip as they danced a deadly waltz. Khan's heart jumped more, pounding hard as a racehorse's hooves, and he raced towards them. His fists balled tight, thumb locked over fingers, when he reached them and struck hard. 

Khan meant to shout something as he pushed hard against the large man, but he managed only a grunt. The attacker was broad, thick-set, and appeared taken aback at another attacking him. Although he couldn't see the man's face, Khan thought he tried protesting, but he ignored it. Something metallic dropped, hitting the cobblestones. A knife. Khan ducked under the man's swinging arm and hit hard at his stomach. It was like hitting a stone wall. The assailant was fit, maybe a sailor, and two strong hands reached around towards him, tried to grip, but Khan stepped away as quick as a fly. 

Still ducking, Khan rammed the man with his whole body. A grunt reached his ears, and the woman's assailant dropped to the hard cobbled path. A streetlight's finger touched the woman's would-be assailant's face revealing crazed eyes glowing crimson. Khan kicked the man's hat away. 

Something seemed odd. The man lay still on the ground. A rivulet of blood ran from his body towards Khan's feet. He wasn't breathing. 

Khan's mind concluded the large attacker was too easy to defeat. He turned, facing the woman. The next scream that filled his ears was his own as he saw the glint of steel plunging towards his own heart. The blade sliced his chest, he heard piercing ripping of flesh, and darkness stole his vision. As he died, he realised something. 

He had attacked the wrong killer. 

He would deal with that upon his return.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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AUSTRALIA - SEPTEMBER 2016

Water, icy and interruptive, smashed Craig from black unconsciousness. His sudden shocked breath drew some inside his throat, and he coughed involuntarily. Its cold grip shook him as it slid down his skin. Another load splashed upon him and he battled to breathe. Something restricted his wrists, something thin, pliable, and it rubbed with the ferocity of harsh sandpaper. He tried kicking but his legs remained still, held fast by the same kind of rope coiled around his wrists. What was he lying upon? A table? How did he get here? 

"Wake up, Mr Ramsey." The voice summoned memories, times filled with fury and hate. 

Then he remembered where he was. 

"Colonel Blaze, I presume?" Craig replied, keeping his voice level as he could, despite shivering from the cold water's icy fingers tickling his skin. 

"I thought you'd never come visiting." Blaze's voice, hidden in the darkness, held a grim smile. "What kept you?" 

Craig strained to see through the darkness. His fingers searched for something, anything he could touch, anything tangible to gain traction and information. His darkness-shrouded captor saw this. 

"Searching for clues, Mr Ramsey?" 

Craig knew he possessed a huge ego, and he hated it more when another's smugness reminded him of it. "No, but seeing as you need one, I'll keep that in mind." 

Blaze's silence at his put-down made Craig smile. It had been some time since Blaze captured him. Back then, he and Project Gemini had lured Craig under the guise of testing and documenting psychic abilities - his supernatural talents. In particular, Craig's ability to know things by touching objects belonging to others. It hadn't taken long for Craig to learn he'd been duped, and he'd escaped because Project Gemini didn't know everything about him either - specifically his other skills known by few others. Talking to the dead is useless if they're not around to listen.

Where are you, Emily? 

Even Colonel Ryan or his Spirit Force comrades would be useful to have around. 

It was his own fault. Emily had warned him not to pursue Denton's disappearance yet. He knew she was right. But it was his own ego and his memories of the torture from Project Gemini that spurred him. Besides, he promised to come for the Project if they crossed his path again. 

"I've a question for you, Mr Ramsey," Colonel Blaze said, almost as though he read Craig's mind. "Why did you break in here? Did you truly believe we wouldn't capture you?" 

Craig didn't answer, choosing to say nothing while his foggy mind cleared enough to plan. A boot scuffed the concrete floor to his left. Someone else was with Blaze.

A cloth dropped on his face, cold and wet. Surprised, he inhaled and choked on the cold water rushing into the cloth covering his face. It waterlogged his sinuses, flooding his breathing passages, and he couldn't stop it. His lungs and mind felt tortured from the chill. It wouldn't stop rushing him. The cords cut his wrists and ankles as he fought to twist from the deluge. His mouth opened to scream but more water filled it. He choked, wanted to cough, but his lungs held no air. He was drowning. 

Then it stopped. The heavy wet towel lifted from his mouth. He sucked in air like a baby guzzling milk.

Soft laughter filled the room's darkness. 

Craig vomited water, turning his head to release it. At last, he could breathe more than sputter. "I thought-" he coughed "-water boarding was -" 

"Illegal, Mr Ramsey?" Blaze's voice came from the same place, confirming Craig's earlier supposition. Someone else accompanied Colonel Blaze. "It's only illegal if we're caught, and as you know, Project Gemini doesn't exist." 

"Yet, I found you on the same base as years ago," Craig muttered. "What are the odds?" 

The cloth dropped over Craig's face again, followed by more water. He tried holding his breath this time, but to no avail. Water choked and clogged him. It even felt like it was bursting through his ears. Then it stopped. He shook his head, trying to clear it as the second person removed the cloth. 

"Why are you here, Mr Ramsey?" Blaze sounded a notch away from total annoyance. 

This time, Craig's fingers reached the table. A psychic vision tumbled through his brain, pushing him away from his current situation. Flashes of uniformed Armed Forces officers flicked through his mind. Pieces of conversation. One word sprang to his consciousness. 

The cloth's clammy embrace caught him again. More water forced its coursing rush into his breathing system. This time it took longer to stop. How? A bigger bucket? 

He couldn't take it any longer, but he couldn't tell them why he was here either. 

"Wait," he gasped, hacking up oceans of water from his nose. 

Water boarding was only supposed to give the feeling of drowning, but Craig knew otherwise. His joints ached from his struggles against his restraints, and the water he coughed came from his lungs, and he knew about people with psychological problems from the torture. This wasn't what he expected if caught. 

"Did you hear me, Mr Ramsey?" Blaze asked. 

"Are you asking the same question?" Craig responded, still coughing hard between words. 

A pinprick of light brought life to the darkness. Craig thought he saw a goggled profile behind it before it faded. The smell of a cigarette's smoke pinched his water-drenched nose's tortured sensors. He heard it before he felt it, the sound of a wet towel. 

He shouted fast, and he sensed the unseen man pause in the darkness. 

"Yes, Mr Ramsey?" Blaze's menacing voice reminded Craig of Agent Smith from Matrix. 

A knocking sound interrupted Craig before he could answer. He almost laughed. He couldn't see Blaze or the person with the buckets of water, nor could he see anyone else. But he felt their distracted annoyance. 

"Yes?" Blaze called, and a door opened. The room remained in darkness and stopped Craig seeing the new arrival. 

"Major Oates sent me." A male's voice. It sounded about thirty-to-thirty-five of age, but the way it said it sounded younger. Craig's eyebrow raised, wondering where he'd heard that tone before, even if he couldn't recognise the voice. "Message for you, Colonel." 

"What is it?" 

Light blazed through the room; harsh, white and blinding. Craig closed his eyelids against it but grinned when he heard cries of agony from three voices: Colonel Blaze and two others further from the door. So there was yet another there too!

Then thunder rocked the room.

A muzzle flared.

Craig winced at the queer squelching noise behind him. Then a man fell across Craig. Blood oozed from the man's head, just above his night-vision goggles. A plastic bucket hit the floor, splashing water. Colonel Blaze snatched away his own night-vision goggles and tossed them aside while drawing his pistol. But the other officer, quiet until now, proved quicker.

The new arrival's pistol jerked twice in answer to the other officer's gunshots before falling, dropping his own firearm. Craig realised his rescuer had died before hitting the floor. 

Colonel Blaze walked towards the new arrival's corpse, rolled the dead man over to look in his face, and his expression clouded over in shocked recognition. "Holt?" 

Craig watched, words trapped behind unwilling lips, as the man who shot his rescuer crossed the room. Colonel Blaze's attention remained on the dead man at his feet, his face frozen in puzzled bewilderment. The Colonel must have placed great trust in Holt before his betrayal. The silent third man approached the Colonel and the corpse, weapon still drawn. 

Craig noticed it first, Blaze not long afterwards. A hammer clicked, punctuating the silence, and Colonel Blaze looked up from the corpse into the pistol's open mouth in surprise.

Nothing prepared them for the next part. An amorphous shape, translucent and dark-grey like smoke, a smoke with seeming intelligence, emerged from the third man's nose and mouth. It gathered, billowing into clouds, hung between the man and Colonel Blaze before shooting into the superior officer's facial cavities. The third man appeared surprised. He shook his head as though waking from a dream before looking straight at the Colonel. His superior said nothing, but his eyes had changed. Craig thought they looked familiar but couldn't place them. Before Craig had time to think, Colonel Blaze lifted his own weapon, stabbed its barrel under the other officer's chin which disappeared with a loud pistol crack and a splash of blood. 

Craig's heart hammered hard as he watched in horror. Flecks of blood landed on his own face. He shut his mouth to make sure nothing entered it, but the taste spread across his tongue. Imagined or not, he didn't know. His hands worked feverishly at the rope even as the possessed Colonel turned to face him. Blaze's eyes calmed, the fury dissipating, as it turned towards Craig. His smile disappeared when he saw Craig was now free from the ropes binding him to the table. 

Craig wasted no time, wrapping the hemp rope around the Colonel's throat. He surmised that whatever creature inhabited the armed officers could jump by eye contact. Whatever it was, it wasn't a spirit. The dead need no eye contact to possess. 

A familiar voice rasped from the Colonel's mouth as his fingers flailed at the rope. "Unc! Stop it! It's me." 

Craig Ramsey maintained pressure on the ropes although he realised the Colonel had stopped fighting him. A quizzical eyebrow raised as he pushed the Colonel away. "Who are you?"

Something struck him as familiar about the personality inside the Colonel.

The Colonel looked Craig in the eye, but no smoke issued forth. Whatever was there, it wasn't after Craig's body. Instead, it lifted a finger to its pursed lips and pointed to a corner of the room. Craig didn't need to look; he knew a camera recorded everything. 

"Who are you?" Craig insisted. 

"Not now," the not-Colonel Blaze said. "Just get out now. I'll hold the others back from you." 

Craig refused to move. "I don't have what I came for."

The uniformed man sighed, retrieved a pen from a shirt pocket, and handed it to him. "Take it. That's all you'll need. Go, before they catch you again!" 

Craig raised an eyebrow. Whoever this creature was, it knew about Craig's talent for psychometry: the ability to read things about objects, their owners, their histories, and more. Assorted psychic images from the pen flashed across Craig's mind. But it wasn't enough. He needed more.

An alarm bell rang through the building

The Colonel winked. "Head out down that corridor. Follow the signs. When you hear the signal, run for the fence." 

Craig felt like hanging back, but the Colonel pushed him away, lifting a finger and pointing it down the corridor away from the shouting voices. "Get the hell out of here. I'll catch up soon," the Colonel hissed at him. 

Craig Ramsey turned and bolted down the corridor. The shouting voices faded behind him as he ran. One of them barked orders at the Colonel, telling him to drop to the ground with his hands on his head. Craig hurried faster towards a marked exit. He opened it, paused to look behind him. Curiosity-fuelled questions still burned his mind. More intrigue flashed through him as he noticed fewer guards than expected. Had something distracted them from their posts? 

He recalled the Colonel-thing's words. Wait for the signal. What signal? Follow the signs? What signs? 

Something moved to the side. Craig's head turned towards the source: a lift with its door waiting for him. Hearing no one approaching yet, he looked inside the lift. Someone had ripped the console, tearing out all the buttons except for G level. An LED display showed he was five levels underground. Intrigued, Craig read a handwritten sign next to the gutted controls. "PRESS G." 

Was this a trap? 

Craig remembered the voice's tone. It sounded sincere enough. So he followed the note's instructions and waited as the lift took him upwards. At last, the doors opened.  Craig peered outwards. There were still no guards around! 

The building's exit looked inviting to Craig. Lacking a better plan, Craig raced through the exit and stood in the shadows. Someone had killed the lights earlier on this side of the building. Glass crunched under his feet; fragments of the light bulbs. 

A voice beside Craig spoke, surprising him. "Say, guv'nor. What kept you?" 

With his special vision, Craig peered at the new arrival: a spirit in the form of a man. By his clothes, he appeared as a Dickensian character, someone from old Victorian London. The man possessed a stout build with a black moth-eaten overcoat draped over his shoulders and a dark wide-brimmed hat perched at a cocky angle upon his head. A dark red bandanna hung around his neck. "Turner, at your service, guv'nor," he introduced himself with a lift of his hat. "Shall we chip?" 

Craig hesitated, taking in the Cockney accent. "Chip? I am supposed to wait for a signal." 

"A flippin' signal?" Turner responded with a laugh. "Are you feckin' kidding?" He clicked his fingers and three explosions rocked the Army base from the other side. The air filled with shouts and sirens. "There's your signal! Now, follah me, will you?" 

Craig needed no further invitation and ran through the darkness after Turner who floated a short distance ahead of him. They slipped through the shadows, avoiding other soldiers with ease. Being a spirit, Turner knew where to go before the living even emerged from their barracks. Before long, they reached the edge of the base. Craig recognised the hole he'd dug under the fence. It looked like someone had refilled it, but another had been dug next to it from inside the base. 

"Who are you and why are you helping me?" 

Turner passed through the wire fence before he turned to face Craig. He walked back through the perimeter until his astral features touched Craig's physical nose. "My name is Turner, an' th' young master will be wai'in faw you." He faced the other direction and floated along the ground, leaving Craig no choice but to follow through the bushland. 

At last, Craig saw his faithful Jaguar. But this wasn't where he'd left the car. He looked at Turner who avoided his gaze, preferring to whistle an old tune Craig didn't recognise. Next to the car sat Emily, his spirit guardian and companion. 

"Craig!" she responded, hurrying towards him. "Are you okay?" 

"Yes," he answered. He wanted to ask where she was earlier when he needed her help. 

Emily must have heard his thoughts. "Turner and I couldn't get into the building. Something prevented our entry," she answered with the Scottish accent he loved so much about her. 

Craig kicked himself. Emily never deserted him. After so many years, he should have known better. 

"Yes, you should," she responded, acting haughty, and stared Craig down. At last, Emily allowed a smile to cross her mouth. She moved forward and pulled him into a hug. "Come here. It's good to see you again." 

Craig returned the hug, feeling the tingles as he touched her spirit body. Emily was like the mother he never knew and had been a good friend over the past few decades. Craig pulled back. "Shouldn't we move on before they come looking for us?" 

Turner responded. "Da young master is still comin'. We can' chip wi'hou' 'im." 

"Chip?" Craig asked. 

"He means leave," Emily explained. "Turner's a Cockney." 

"An' you're th' lovelies' lass I 'ave seen in a long time," Turner responded, doffing his hat towards Emily with all the charm of a rough nut. Emily shuddered at Turner's tone. Craig guessed she tolerated Turner. 

"Who's the 'master'?" Craig asked, wondering who else involved themselves in his rescue. 

Movement in the corner of his eye caught Craig's attention. The Jaguar's door opened and out stepped a familiar figure. Craig's jaw dropped when he recognised the lad of Samoan heritage. 

Tyrone! 
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[image: ]




Hot breath blasted the nape of her neck like a Sahara breeze. Her legs strained to carry her forward in her race. She wanted to look behind her, but she knew he was close. Looking would slow her. The thing chased her stronger and wanted blood. Hers. 

"I'm coming, sweetie." Its voice thundered from behind her. She couldn't see the man, nor did she know if it was human, but it sounded male. His voice sounded familiar, too, as though from a dream - the kind that faded with the sunrise. A phantom recollection. Malevolence laced with psychopathic delight in her fear. 

Then the whistling! That tune. So familiar and so old. 

Gay go up, and gay go down, 

To ring the bells of London town. 

She tripped, and its laughter shook her nerves like a chew toy in a dog's mouth. The laugh was full of sharp teeth that would tear her to shreds. At least, that's how it sounded. She wanted to scream, but it caught in her throat, obstructing her breath. 

Bull's eyes and targets,

Say the bells of St. Marg'ret's.

Her fatigued limbs dragged like blocks of lead through tacky tar. And each step tortured her resolve. She wanted to stop, but self-preservation pushed her forward. 

Again, her feet tangled each other. She tripped and fell. 

The creature's laughter rolled from behind like a cheesy B-grade villain. 

"It's been a long time. Did you miss me?" 

A gasp escaped her throat. She tried to choke it back. Show no fear. He lives on others' dread, thrives in its grasp. 

"It's been years since we last met." His voice boomed through the alleyway, bouncing off the brickwork that towered around her. 

Her fingers, long and white, adorned with rings that no longer held value, clutched at a nearby bin for support. In vain, she tried to stand but fell again. She choked another scream upon realising. Her legs had vanished.

Instead, a long green scaly tail curled and twisted. It arced and flicked in time with her panicked thoughts as if it were a torturous body sock trapping her legs inside. 

And from the alleyway's depths hovered two red luminous orbs. Towards her, blinking. They narrowed, and she recognised them as eyes on a face framed by blackness. This blackness wore a large top hat and a voluminous dark cape that spread through the night like death's wings. 

A blade flicked outward, faster than a snake and twice as deadly. It cut, slashed and flashed in the night. She screamed, raising her arms in defence. Blood sprayed, splattered, and filled the air in clouds. The taste filled her mouth, coppery and rich. But she didn't feel the wounds. Whose blood was it? 

And when she woke, his words filled her mind. 

Remember me, Sirena... 

***
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Brianna Cogan stepped out of the police car, a hot coffee grasped in her hand. She screwed her face up at the beverage's rough, abrasive flavour and wished she hadn't bought it. At last, she swallowed with a painful gulp. It tasted like burnt beans dipped in caustic soda. She promised herself never to buy coffee at that diner again. 

She refocused and looked at the alley, its entrance adorned with police tape. It looked like she was late. Lights flashed ahead; the police photographer was hard at work. 

She approached Sergeant Hohenhaus from behind, tapping him on the shoulder. He jumped with a start before turning to face Brianna.. 

"Jeez, Cogan, don't do that." Hohenhaus noted the coffee in her hand, its steam hitting the cold air, and he looked at her. "I'm not sure you need that." 

"Same guy?" 

Hohenhaus nodded. "I almost lost my stomach," he said. "It's terrible. Whoever did it really hates his victims." 

"Oh?" Brianna craned her neck, looking past him towards the alley. It was dark, almost as black as the stench drifting out to them. Hohenhaus choked a strangled gasp and Brianna noted his slight green-tinged complexion. The poor guy's stomach couldn't handle it. So she handed him her coffee. 

"You look like you need this more than me," she said as he grasped for it. 

His hands curled around the hot cup and Brianna remembered giving him coffee other times. Hohenhaus often asked or gained a coffee from her on call-outs. Had he been conning her all the time for free drinks? 

Brianna shook her head at the thought as she approached the alley. "I'm going for a look. Try keeping that coffee down, Sarge." 

"Knock yourself out." Hohenhaus swallowed a sip and his eyes lit up. "Hey, this is good shit." 

A camera flash filled the gloom ahead, and Brianna's coffee rose in her throat at the brief glimpse. A smell of stale urine made her nose feel like falling off her face, and blood clung to the brickwork in splashes. The spatter marks screamed the killer's passionate fury. Brianna covered her mouth and nose with a latex-gloved hand as she choked back the coffee. 

Brianna's gaze zipped to the victim, or what remained of her. 

The corpse's legs lay spread open with a bloody river pooling between them. Her underwear formed a dark red reminder of something terrible. The attacker had torn it apart, and it looked like something had penetrated - something sharp. A coat, perhaps made of fake fur but matted in fresh body fluids, lay underneath the victim like a macabre picnic cloth. 

"I reckon it was a Liston knife." 

Brianna jumped and faced the voice's source: the forensics unit's photographer. "Higgins," Brianna gasped. "You startled me." 

Higgins lifted the PC tablet, aimed, and took another photo. This time, Brianna blinked before the flash blinded her. 

"What's a Liston knife?" 

Higgins checked the photo she snapped with the tablet's camera before turning around. "A Liston is a long surgical knife. Popular legends say Jack the Ripper used one. I've seen those slashes in pictures of the Ripper's handiwork." 

"The Ripper?" Brianna scoffed. "Do you think it's his ghost doing this?" 

No sooner had Brianna spoken than goosebumps prickled to her skin's surface. It sounded strange to mention ghosts. In the past, she'd fostered healthy scepticism on the subject. But, the humorous held some truth for her. Brianna had met Craig Ramsey, and his spirit companion Emily Fraser, smashing her scepticism. 

Higgins looked back at Brianna. Her expression resembled Brianna's from the past, a time before ghosts were real. "What the hell, Detective?" she said. "No. But I reckon we have an enthusiast on our hands." 

"Brilliant," she said, stopping again at her words. 'Brilliant' was one of Craig's favourite words. "I mean-" she paused "-what else can you tell me?" 

Higgins pointed at the victim. "Do you see the incisions? It looks like a surgeon's cuts, someone looking for vital organs. That main one there-" she pointed towards the chest "-is under the rib cage. I reckon he was trying for the heart." 

A rumbling sound of retching and vomiting from behind made them turn around. Unseen, Hohenhaus had returned and reacted to the scene. But Brianna noticed something else. The sergeant's wide eyes were glancing to the left, and she followed his contorted gaze. There, near a bin, she noticed a lump of something, about three-or-four inches long. Some kind of lump. 

Brianna noted the wall above it showed a splattery circle, haloed by bloody specks. The killer had thrown the meaty lump at the wall, and it splashed like a soggy sponge before falling to the ground. "What is that?" 

Higgins turned on her iPhone's torch, shining it upon the mass. "It looks like half a kidney." 

Brianna's Armed Forces history had exposed her to many things, terrible things, and this was too much for her. But a ghoulish sense of curiosity gripped her, and she had to ask. "Half a kidney?" 

The forensic investigator gripped the kidney, her face showing concentration as she tried not to drop the slippery thing, and dropped it into a zip-lock bag. She sealed it and showed it to Brianna. "Yep. A little under half." She peered at it through her glasses and then Brianna saw something she never expected. The investigator blanched and looked away. 

Brianna wanted to say something but refrained. It would be hypocritical to criticise the forensics investigator's weak stomach while her own performed a double pike, twist and roll. So she waited for Higgins to recover enough to speak. "Are you okay?" 

Higgins took a breath, blinked, and exhaled. She wouldn't vomit. "The sick bastard has taken a bite out of it." 

Brianna's tanned features blanched at the thought. "A cannibal?" 

"What's that on the wall?" Hohenhaus asked, moving his light to see better. He paused, his jaw hung open in shock. "Oh, jeez." 

Smeared in blood not yet dried, thin creeks of it trickling along the brickwork, was a message. 

HELLO, MY SWEETIES. DID YOU MISS ME?
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Chapter 4
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Brianna Cogan released her heavy breath while stretching back in her chair and looked away from the computer screen. Blinking her red-rimmed eyes, she inhaled deep, arched her back, and allowed the air to escape in a relaxing breeze. It had been a hard night. All she wanted was to curl up in bed and escape the past two months of cases away. Two months had passed since she first met Craig Ramsey, a fortnight since one killer disappeared. She felt she needed a holiday after that. But the recent murders demanded her attention, or at least Inspector Myles said they did. 

The killings first started six weeks ago. She had been working on the sniper case then, so another detective took that case. But investigations had turned up nothing so far. Tonight's victim, the eighth, was the first time the killer had left a message. Brianna looked at the photograph of the killer's wall graffiti on her screen. It looked like the killer wrote it with blood. Forensics would soon confirm if it belonged to the victim. Brianna had also sent a copy to a handwriting expert in Sydney for analysis. From the message, it appeared the killer had been around before. But nothing had come up in the files she searched in the police database. Even stranger, although they could see finger marks they believed belonged to the killer, there were no fingerprints. 

The only thing linking this killing to the others of the past six weeks was the method. The killer had slashed each victim in what appeared a savage matter. Brianna had seen other killings from stabs and slashes. They often showed a purpose. During her time in the armed forces, the wounds appeared to tell the story of a battle, a fight beyond mere kill or be killed. With some murder cases, they differed; some killings appeared opportunistic, taken when the chance arose. But these deaths weren't clean. The killer enjoyed it, did it for fun, like a cat playing with its food. 

"Has it been a long day, dear?" 

Brianna turned towards the Scottish voice. She saw no one there, but she knew the voice belonged to Emily Fraser, Craig Ramsey's spirit companion. Brianna smiled, rubbing red eyes. "You don't know the half," she answered. "I don't know if it's me, but the world seems to be sicker every day. How long have you been there?" 

Emily's voice chuckled. "I arrived a few moments ago, but I can see what you're investigating. Is that why you're looking tired?" 

Brianna nodded, locking the computer screen so it returned to the login page. She didn't like Emily watching the screen over her shoulder though she knew it was still safe. "What do you think?"

Emily's voice moved across the room as she spoke. "Things haven't changed so much in the past years since I last breathed, except men own bigger weapons to kill quicker and faster. The man who killed those women is brutal, but he is no different to some men in my time. We had nasty means of killing people too." 

Brianna had been biting her bottom lip as Emily spoke, and she paused for a moment to think. "Someone thought this killer acted like Jack the Ripper. Was he in your time? 

The Scottish lady's spirit laughed. "No. I lived and died long before he was a twinkle in his mother's eye." 

Emily's voice adopted a distant tone and Brianna wondered if it was because she hated talking about her past demise. So she changed the subject. "What brings you in here, anyway? Is Craig okay?" 

"Craig and Tyrone are talking with each other. I thought I'd let the boys talk things out." 

"Craig's back?" Brianna sounded surprised. She hadn't seen or heard from Craig for a few days. "And Tyrone as well? Where were they?" 

"We didn't want to worry you," Emily answered with plain discomfort. "Craig visited the Army base to investigate that Denton lad's disappearance from the hospital." 

"Project Gemini?" Brianna's eyebrow raised. "That's two days ago since he went. Is everything okay?" 

"Craig's fine," Emily responded; her tone carried a smile. "See him tomorrow. Give the lads time to talk." 

Brianna nodded and silence crept in, held back by the ticking of a small clock on Brianna's desk - a birthday gift from her deceased adoptive father. After ten ticks, Brianna finished pondering. "What makes me think there's more you're not telling me?" 

Emily's tone surprised Brianna who expected a defensive response. "I was thinking about Craig and Tyrone. I've never seen two lads react like this in a long time." 

Brianna's eyebrow raised. She turned towards Emily's voice which came from the corner opposite her desk. Her eyes looked at the chair sitting there. An indent, in the shape of a woman's buttocks, proved the only sign of Brianna's presence. It was an average size indent, possibly on the smaller side. 

"I'm sure Tyrone and Craig will sort through things," Brianna replied, opening her desk drawer to pick out some gum, which she popped in her mouth. "Why are you worried?" 

"It's more than that." 

Brianna picked up the tone; Emily was hiding something. "Is it also about Debra's accident?" 

"Yes," Emily's voice responded, a little too soon for Brianna's liking. "That's what I mean. Debra and Tyrone were both a breath of fresh air for Craig after their parents died. You know about them, right?" Brianna shook her head and Emily continued. "Craig took them on so fast and tried to fill the gaps for them. I'm not sure who helped whom the most. Craig felt they needed him, but I think he needed them as much, especially after-"

A knock at the door interrupted Emily. Brianna glanced towards the sound and kicked herself for leaving her office door open. Another detective, Anthony Gibbons, poked his head through to look at her. The first thing she noticed was the light bouncing off his balding scalp. 

"Is this a bad time?" he asked, a grin curled into a leer at his mouth's corner. "You sound like you're talking to someone." 

Brianna's shoulders stiffened at his words. "I was finishing up from revising tonight's incident." Her eyes flicked towards the chair that still held Emily's buttock prints, which seemed to be fading. 

Gifford glanced in the same direction, saw nothing, and walked into the office. The grin on his face grew. "Yeah, this case has me talking to myself sometimes too. You know I've been working on it a while with the earlier killings, right?" 

Brianna looked at her screen, saw it was blank from logging out, and masked a relieved sigh. "I heard. Have you got anything important I need to know?" 

Gifford plonked himself in Emily's seat, his knees apart. It was a sleazy posture, which didn't surprise Brianna who had heard about his reputation. She felt sorry for Emily. Even though Gifford couldn't see her, Emily must have felt uncomfortable with a mortal passing through her spirit body - especially Gifford! "I've got a file too high for a kangaroo to jump over." He grinned again, and his eyes flicked towards Brianna's breasts. They seemed to linger and lifted towards her eyes just as she was about to rebuke him. He leaned forward in his chair, his fingers touching the desk. "Perhaps we can swap notes over some wine. What do you say?" 

Brianna glanced towards the sound of Emily's cough. She knew she could handle Tony easy though she felt thankful for the spirit's presence. "Wine?" she asked, playing dumb. "We're at work." 

Gifford grinned. "Wine at my place," he answered. He paused, eye glinting. "Or... Your place." 

Brianna stood up from her desk, towering above Gifford. He stood, trying to maintain a dominant posture, but it didn't work. Brianna stood taller than he. This amused Emily whose laugh echoed to Brianna's ears, making it hard for her to resist smiling too. Looking Gifford straight in the eye, Brianna answered. "I don't invite men from work to my place-" 

"Then my-" 

Brianna continued past his interruption. "And I don't believe your mother likes you bringing women home either." 

Gifford's mouth hung open a moment. "Oh, snap!" He grinned. 

"And I don't date men from work," she finished. She allowed that to sink into her colleague's mind. "I'm sorry. I'm not interested." 

"But-" 

"Which part of no don't you understand?" Brianna continued, not allowing Gifford to interrupt. "Do I need to take this to Human Resources?" 

Gifford's wind left his sails. His shoulders slumped, but Brianna could see behind his eyes. Fire, darkness and anger flourished there. Brianna had seen men like Gifford before, and she felt no remorse. He couldn't get past her. 

Just as quickly, his darkness disappeared. He lifted his hands, open palms towards her, and smiled. "Hey, I'm sorry, Cogan. I didn't mean to be out of line, you know?" 

Brianna made no reply, knowing he could misinterpret acceptance of his apology as an allowance for his behaviour.

"Listen, I'm heading out," he answered, keeping his voice apologetic as he backed towards the door. "We can talk about the case another day. When you're feeling better, maybe. It's been a long day and everything, right?" 

Gifford edged out the door and left. 

Brianna said nothing. She waited and listened to his footsteps down the hall. She'd forgotten Emily was there until the familiar voice spoke from empty air. 

"Well done, Brianna!" 

Once certain they were alone, she released her breath in a long breeze. "I've heard of him before and wondered when he'd come my way." 

Emily laughed. "He's a grown man who lives with his mother?" 

Brianna couldn't hold back her grin. She'd surprised herself with that line too. She opened her mouth to respond when a loud thump echoed down the hall outside. Brianna looked up and was about to look at the cause when she heard two more punches. 

"He's hitting the vending machine," Emily's voice explained. "Little men like him haven't changed since my time either, it seems." 

Brianna laughed at the connotation, but she couldn't shake the odd feeling creeping over her. Information from the past killings Tony Gifford investigated could prove useful. If he had an anger problem, she'd have to watch her step with him. 

***

[image: ]


Meanwhile, two blocks from the main nightclub strip, someone else had also finished work. For her, it had also been a long night and Delta looked forward to arriving home and sitting in front of her television with a tub of ice cream while watching Seinfeld re-runs. Most wouldn't imagine that as an exotic dancer's off-time, but it was her plan tonight. 

Delta donned her vinyl jacket and waved goodbye to a colleague. Paralyzer played loud, its back-beat vibrating the furniture in the backrooms. Delta moved her hips to its rhythms as she moved through the other dancers who shared the dressing (or undressing, as she called it) room. 

As Delta prepared to out the front, a dancer hurried through the side door. Her eyes lit up when she saw Delta, and she put an arm out to stop her. 

"That loser is hanging around the front, probably waiting for you again," she told Delta, raising her voice above the current show's act. "Jake said he can take you home if you're willing to wait half an hour for him." 

Delta sighed. For the past few weeks, she had gained a new "number one fan". Some fans were okay, but this one had that vibe to watch out for - the creepy kind. He never slid money into her G-string, but he eyed her with more than lust. His stares were cold and hungry. Delta had met him on a slow night and danced more for him. He looked like he had money, but if he did, he didn't part with it. Afterwards, he saw her leave the club and followed her to the bus stop where he stood and cast baleful glances at her window as the bus left. He'd repeated it a few times since then. Now he was back again. 

Delta looked past Julie, the dancer, and saw Jake the security guy watching the conversation. He mimed towards her as though holding a steering wheel. Did she want him to drive her home? 

She thought for a moment. Jake was a nice guy behind his tattooed features. She knew she was safe with him, a family man who worked two jobs to support his sick daughter after his wife died. Jake respected the ladies and was always ready to pull away overzealous fans. "No, thanks, Julie," she replied. "I'll take the other exit." 

Julie leaned forward, kissed Delta's cheek, and wished her well before heading to her changing mirror. "Take care, babe," she called over her shoulder. "See you tomorrow." 

Delta dodged her way past other dancers and waitresses towards the staff exit, her hand clutching her handbag closer as she headed outside into the cold night air. She pulled her jacket closer to ward off the cold and hurried along the back alley towards the street. She took this direction more often after Mr Creepy first waited outside the club for her before. The alley was wide enough for her to dodge about if someone came the other way towards her. But she'd rather not meet him, anyway. His soupy lips and hollow eyes freaked her out, and she couldn't read his expression. The unknown scared her the most. 

She'd reached the street before long and looked around the corner before exiting. There he stood with his back towards her. She tucked her trademark red hair under a scarf and stepped onto the footpath in the opposite direction. He'd been closer to the alley another time, but she had taken precautions this time. She had hidden her hair in case he recognised her from behind. A clear flash of her fiery locks would tip him off and he'd follow her like that other week. 

Her skin crawled as she followed the footpath towards the train station. Nerves. Her imagination loved to play tricks on her. Delta stepped faster, her solid heels clicking on the ground. She had to invest in some running shoes - something quieter. He probably heard her and would turn around soon. 

Her breathing quickened, and her shoulders tensed, rounding over. 

The wind carried a sound to her. The station's PA system was announcing her train. She raced towards the station, fingers fumbling for her Go Card, and muttered countless wishes for the train to wait longer. 

Shit! 

The damned barrier wouldn't open for her when she pressed the pass on it! 

NIL BALANCE. 

The words mocked her, flashing the red circle with the line through it. They would achieve the same effect if the sign showed a face poking tongues at her. 

Delta's heart sank as the train's engines whined and it rolled away along the track. 

Shit! 

She turned towards the street again, and there he waited! Vacant eyes stared at her - or did they look past her? - and he approached the train station's entrance. Her mind flashed back, tried to remember what she had seen at the gates. No guards sat at the gates to check passes. Not even behind the ticket office's glass! 

Who would hear her scream? Would they arrive in time if she did? 

A cold wind whipped Buschemi's hair aside like a dead piece of fur as he passed her. She averted her eyes to avoid eye contact. His shoes scraped the ground, his steps slowed, then he stopped. 

Delta's breath caught in her lungs. She dared not let go. 

"Hey!" 

She froze, shoulders stiffening, and refused to acknowledge him. 

He persisted. "Hey! Miss!" 

Delta's better sense of judgement screamed at her. But she couldn't resist his call. Her head turned. The guy looked straight at her, wallet in hand, as he stood at the ticket machine. 

"Have you got change for a fifty?" he called to her. 

She hesitated. It was too long for him. 

"I asked if you have change," he repeated. "Can you help me?" 

Buschemi's doppelgänger showed no signs of recognition towards her. Her thin disguise - a scarf and dark glasses - worked.

"Well?" He seemed to plead and paused. "Can you?" 

She shook her head, refused to answer, and hurried away. 
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